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METHOD AND DEVICE FOR HEAT SEALING
THERMOPLASTICS MATERIALS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a method of and a
device for heat sealing thermoplastic materials together,
and in particular, a method and device for heat sealing
a thermoplastic lid to a thermoplastic drum designed for
the disposal of hazardous wastes.

A search of the prior art failed to uncover any prior
art references which disclose the method or device of
the present invention. A number of patents were uncov-
ered which disclose methods or devices for heat sealing
or bonding methods in general.

U.S. Pat. No. 4,349,219 discloses a welding muff of
thermoplastic material which forms a sleeve around
two pipe parts that are to be joined. A resistance wire
within the muff welds the interior surface of the muff to
the exterior surfaces of the pipe parts.

U.S. Pat. No. 4,029,837 discloses a composite plastic-
metallic bonding means and method comprising a me-
tallic mesh interposed between first and second layers
which are inserted between first and second bodies. The
metal mesh is heated by exposing it to an alternating
magnetic field. The heated mesh melts layers and forms
a seal between the first and second bodies.

U.S. Pat. No. 2,961,363 discloses a method for cou-
pling thermoplastic components comprising a hollow
ring of an exothermic autocombustible substance which
is placed between the two thermoplastic components to
be coupled. Ignition of the exothermic autocombustible
substance heats the thermoplastic components and
welds them together.

U.S. Pat. No. 4,106,969 discloses a method of joining
a thermoplastic material to an inorganic material com-
prising heating a helical coil and partially embedding it
in the thermoplastic material and then gluing the inor-
ganic material to the thermoplastic material using the
helical coil as an anchor for the adhesive.

Because of inherent structural limitations or flamma-
bility problems, the above methods and devices are not
suitable for welding thermoplastic materials or for seal-
ing and storing hazardous waste materials.

In recent times, the disposal of hazardous waste mate-
rial has become a significant problem. Nearly 270 mil-
lion tons of hazardous waste material is generated each
year. Presently, the waste material is typically disposed
of by placing it in either a metallic or plastic container.
The metallic containers are unsuitable because they are
subject to corrosion and leakage when exposed to the
elements for a period of time.

To avoid the corrosion problems associated with
metal containers, hazardous waste materials, such as
solid hazardous wastes in bulk or particulate form, de-
watered hazardous sludges, or hazardous wastes that
have been stabilized through solidification/cementation
processes, are frequently stored in plastic containers.
The presently used plastic containers are closed by a
conventional metal clamp holding the lid to the drum. It
has been suggested that waste material originally placed
in a metal container may then be placed in a plastic
container.

It has also been suggested to heat seal plastic drums
by suspending a heating plate between the plastic drum
and a plastic lid that is suspended above the heating
plate. When the top of the drum and the bottom of the
lid reach a predetermined temperature, the plate is re-

5

20

25

45

50

55

65

2

moved and the lid is pressed onto the drum to complete
the seal.

Both methods for sealing the plastic containers are
disadvantageous. The metal clamp is prone to corrosion
or rusting and the heating plate method-is awkward to
use and requires expensive capital equipment.

SUMMARY AND OBJECTS OF THE
INVENTION

In view of the foregoing limitations and shortcomings
of the prior art, as well as other disadvantages not spe-
cifically mentioned above, it should be apparent that
there still exists a need in the art for an efficient and
effective means of heat sealing thermoplastic materials,
and in particular for heat sealing thermoplastic lids onto
drums. It is, therefore, a primary objective of this inven-
tion to fulfill that need by providing an economical
device for heat sealing thermoplastic materials together
with maximum efficiency.

More particularly, it is an object of this invention to
provide a resistance wire device for heat sealing two
thermoplastic materials together using a minimal
amount of capital equipment.

A further object of the present invention is to provide
a means for heat sealing materials together with a resis-
tance wire, wherein shifting of the wire during the
heating process is prevented.

It is yet another object of the invention to provide a
system for heat sealing plastic drums that would result
in a weld of consistent quality.

It is a further object to provide a low cost method of
converting a salvage drum to an encapsulate drum.

It is still another object of the invention to encapsu-
late a pair of flat ribbon resistance wires in a thermo-
plastic sheath in such a manner that the wires remain
positioned in fixed relation to each other so that they
heat the surrounding sheath with maximum thermal
efficiency.

A further object of the present invention is to provide
a means for heat sealing a lid to a drum wherein the heat
sealing means is attached to the drum lid and remains in
situ after sealing.

It is yet another object of the present invention to
provide a means for heat sealing a lid to a drum wherein
the heating means is sealingly isolated from the contents
of the drum.

Briefly described, the aforementioned objects are
accomplished according to the invention by providing a
pair of flat ribbon resistance wires within a thermoplas-
tic sheath. The flat wires have a width substantially
greater than the thickness thereof. The wires are ar-
ranged in side-by-side, substantially coplanar relation to
each other in a manner designed to emit heat to the
surrounding thermoplastic sheath with maximum ther-
mal efficiency.

To weld together two thermoplastic elements, the
sheathed wires are disposed between and in firm
contact with the two elements to be joined. A predeter-
mined electric current is passed through the wires until
enough heat has been generated to weld or thermally
bond the thermoplastic elements together.

A further aspect of the present invention involves the
application of the sheathed resistance wires to a process
for heat sealing plastic lids to plastic drums. In particu-
lar, the sheathed wires are fastened to the lower surface
of a thermoplastic drum lid adjacent the outer perimeter
thereof. A groove is formed in the lid in an annular path



4,586,624

3
radially within, yet adjacent to, the sheathed wire. An
annular seal, such as an O-ring is placed in the groove to
prevent flammable gases or materials within the drum
from contacting the welding area.

The lid, together with the resistance wires and the
O-ring, is clamped to the upper lip or flange of a ther-
moplastic drum with a standard drum clamp. An elec-
tric current is passed through the wires for a period of
time sufficient to heat up the wires, melt the thermoplas-
tic sheath and weld the lid to the drum. The wires are
then disconnected from the electric current and the
sealed drum is ready for disposal.

With the foregoing and other objects, advantages and
features of the invention that will become hereinafter

apparent, the nature of the invention may be more
clearly understood by reference to the following de-
tailed description of the invention, the appended claims
and to the several views illustrated in the attached
drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a cross-sectional view of the heat sealing
device of the invention with resistance wires encased in
a plastic sheath;

FIG. 2 is a cross-sectional view of a plastic drum and
lid of the present invention with a metal drum therein;

FIG. 3 is a detailed cross-sectional view of the circled
portion of FIG. 2;

FIG. 4 is a top plan view of the lid clamped to a
drum; and ‘

FIG. 5 is a detailed view of the circled portion of
FIG. 4 as viewed from the underside of the lid.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

Referring now in detail to the drawings wherein like
parts are designated by like reference numerals
throughout, there is illustrated in FIG. 1 a cross-sec-
tional view of the heat sealing device of the present
invention which is designated by reference numeral 10.
The device 10 comprises a pair of flat resistance wires
11 encased in a thermoplastic sheath 12.

The wires 11 have a width substantially greater than
the thickness thereof. In one preferred form, the wires
are about 0.0625 inches wide and 0.0045 inches thick.
The wires are preferably made from nickel-chromium
and have a resistance of approximately 2 ohms per lin-
ear foot.

The sheath 12 may be made of any suitable thermo-
plastic material, preferably polyethylene, and may be
formed by drawing the wires 11 in spaced, parallel
relation through a specially designed extruder die
wherein molten polyethylene is extruded around the
wires to form the sheath. For some applications, such as
sealing plastic drums, it may be advantageous to draw
the sheath and wires so that the heat sealing device 10 is
arcuate or circular in shape, as is shown in FIG. 4.

The heat sealing device 10 may also be fabricated by
rolling a pair of flat resistance wires 11 between a pair of
thin strips of polyethylene which have been heated
sufficiently to weld the strips of polyethylene together
around the wires and thereby encapsulate the wires.
Whether the heat sealing device is fabricated by extru-
sion, rolling or any other process, the wires are prefera-
bly arranged in side by side, substantially coplanar rela-
tion to one another, as can be seen in FIG. 1, and are
preferably spaced apart 2 to 3 times the width of the
wire for maximum thermal efficiency. It is also possible
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4
to form the heat sealing device of the invention with
only one flat resistance wire in the sheath instead of
two.

To weld two thermoplastic elements together, the
elements are clamped or held together with the heat
sealing device 10 interposed between them such that the
wider, flat surfaces of the wires confront the surfaces of
the elements to be welded together. Electric leads are
clipped to the wire ends and a predetermined electric
current is passed through the resistance wires to gener-
ate heat therein. Connecting 120 volts AC across a

fourteen foot length of 2 ohm/foot wire for three or

four minutes will raise the sheath temperature to about
300°-400° F., which is sufficiently hot to melt the poly-
ethylene and weld or thermally bond the two thermo-
plastic elements together. The current source is then
disconnected and the welded materials are allowed to
cool. Because the wires 10 are in a sheath 12, they are
not likely to shift due to expansion during the welding
process.

The above-described device and method for welding
plastic materials together is especially suitable for plas-
tic encapsulation drums for hazardous waste disposal.
In FIGS. 2 and 3, there is shown such an encapsulation
drum 14, which comprises an inner layer 16 of polyeth-
ylene of about 0.125 inches thick, and an outer layer 18
of fiberglass, also about 0.125 inches thick. The means
for bonding the polyethylene to the fiberglass are well
known and are not considered a part of the invention.
The drum has a flange or lip 20 extending horizontally
from the top thereof. The drum walls are tapered to
allow a plurality of drums to be stacked within one
another. Preferably, the drum is a 95 gallon size so that
a 55 gallon metal drum is easily contained therein.

A lid 22 designed to fit on the drum 14 is also shown
in FIGS. 2 and 3. In a manner similar to the drum, the
lid 22 is made from a 0.125 inch layer 24 of polyethylene
bonded to a 0.125 inch layer 26 of fiberglass. The lid 22
is recessed in its center so that it fits within and is lo-
cated by the drum flange 20. The heat sealing device 10
is attached to the underside of the outer peripheral edge
of the lid 22 by welding the device to the lid surface, for
instance, with a hand welding tool, or by any other
suitable method. A groove 28 may be formed in the lid
to facilitate the placement of the device 10.

As best seen in FIG. 5, at one end 30 of the plastic
sheath 12, the wires 11 are electrically interconnected
by a short piece of flat wire 32 or by any other electri-
cally conductive means, such as. a shorting bar or by
folding or twisting the wires 11 together. At the other
end 34 of the sheath 12, the ends of the wires 10 are
connected a source 36 of electricity by connecting con-
ventional leads (not shown in detail) to the ends 46 of
the wires 11. Preferably, the electric source provides
120 volt AC current, although alternative embodiments
may be designed to run from other sources of electric-
ity, such as a 12 volt DC car battery 36 (FIG. 4) or
generator. .

A circular O-ring 38, preferably of silicone rubber, is
located in an annular groove 40 formed in the lower
surface of the lid adjacent, but interior to, the heat seal-
ing device 10. The purpose of the O-ring is to enhance
the seal between the drum 14 and lid 22. This is particu-
larly important if there are flammable materials being
sealed within the drum, in that the O-ring 38 will pre-
vent the flammable material from coming into contact
with the weld area. A standard drum clamp 42 is fitted
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over the drum flange 20 and lid 22 and holds them
together when tightened by bolt 44 (FIG. 4).
. Hazardous waste materials that are not reactive with
polyethylene can be placed directly within the drum 14.
However, if the waste materials will react with or cor-
rode polyethylene, they can be first sealed within a
conventional metal drum 46, which can be placed
within the polyethylene/ fiberglass drum 14.

After the waste materials have been placed in the
drum 14, 1id 22 is clamped in place by clamp 42 with the
ends 46 of wires 10 extending outside the drum. An
electric current is applied to the wire ends 46, as shown
in FIG. 4. It has been found that satisfactory results are
achieved when using a fourteen foot length of 2 ohm-
/foot, with the wires spaced 0.125-0.1875 inches apart
and a 120 volt source is applied for about three minutes.
Fourteen feet is the total length of the resistance wire
11, which is actually twice the length of the sheath 12,
since the two wires in the sheath are interconnected at
one end and thus form a single circuit that doubles back
on itself.

Although only preferred embodiments are specifi-
cally illustrated and described herein, it will be appreci-
ated that many modifications and variations of the pres-
ent invention are possible in light of the above teachings
and within the purview of the appended claims without
departing from the spirit and intended scope of the
invention.

What I claim is:

1. A sealable container comprising;:

a drum having a thermoplastic wall and an open end;

a lid of thermoplastic material adapted to close the

open end of the drum; and

at least a first flat ribbon resistance wire encapsulated

in a thermoplastic sheath, said flat wire having a
substantially rectangular cross-section with two
planar sides of said wire forming the longer sides of
said rectangular cross-section and two edges of
said wire forming the shorter sides of said rectan-
gular cross-section, said encapsulated wire being
interposed between the open end of said drum and
said lid and being disposed as an annular ring with
the two planar surfaces of the wire in parallel rela-
tion to the confronting surfaces of the lid and drum
and with one of the two edges of said wire being
positioned at a first diameter of said annular ring
and the other of the two edges of said wire being
positioned at a second diameter of said annular ring
greater than the first diameter.

2. The sealable container according to claim 1 further
comprising an annular flange extending from the open
end of the drum, said encapsulated wire being disposed
between the lid and the flange.

3. The sealable container according to claim 2 includ-
ing an annular groove disposed in one of said lid or the
flange of said drum, said encapsulated wire being dis-
posed in said groove.

4. The sealable container according to claim 1 further
comprising a second flat ribbon resistance wire encap-
sulated in said thermoplastic sheath, said second wire
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being arranged in side-by-side, substantially coplanar
relationship with said first wire.

5. The sealable container according to claim 4,
wherein one end of the first wire is conductively con-
nected to one end of the second wire and the other ends
of said first and second wires are adapted to be con-
nected to a source of electrical current.

6. The sealable container according to claim 1, fur-
ther comprising an elastomeric seal disposed between
the drum lid and drum flange, said seal being disposed
radially inwardly with respect to said encapulated wire.

7. The sealable container according to claim 4,
wherein said wire has a width to thickness ratio of about
14,

8. The sealable container according to claim 4,
wherein said wires are spaced from each other a dis-
tance equal to at least twice their width.

9. The sealable container according to claim 1,
wherein said wire is made of nickel-chromium and has
a resistance of about 2 ohms per linear foot.

10. The sealable container according to claim 1,
wherein said sheath is extruded around said wire.

11. A method of welding a thermoplastic lid to a
thermoplastic drum to seal contents of the drum therein
comprising the steps of:

forming at least one flat ribbon resistance wire encap-

sulated in a thermoplastic sheath into a ring, said
flat wire having a substantially rectangular cross-
section with two planar sides of said wire forming
the longer sides of said rectangular cross-section
and two edges of said wire forming the shorter
sides of said rectangular cross-section said planar
sides forming the flat sides of said ring inserting
said encapsulated wire between confronting sur-
faces of said lid and drum with each of said planar
sides said wire confromting a respective one of the
lid and drum and the thermoplastic sheath contact-
ing the drum and lid; disposing said encapsulated
wire as an annular ring with the two planar sur-
faces of the wire in parallel relation to the confront-
ing surfaces of the lid and drum and with one of the
two edges of said wire being positioned at a first
diameter of said annular ring and the other of the
two edges of said wire being positioned at a second
diameter of said annular ring greater than the first
diameter; and passing a predetermined electrical
current through the resistance wire to theat the
wire, melt the thermoplastic sheath and weld the
drum and lid to each other at the confronting sur-
faces thereof.

12. The method according to claim 11, including the
step of attaching the encapsulated wire to the lid when
forming said encapsulated wire into said annular ring by
welding the thermoplastic sheath to the lid prior to the
step of passing current through said wire.

13. The method according to claim 11, including the
step of clamping the lid to the drum prior to the step of

passing current through said wire.
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